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Public History at Crooked Tree
UNH anthropologist leads creation of Belize
museum and cultural heritage center
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A KRIOL DANCE PERFORMANCE AT THE OPENING CEREMONY OF
THE CROOKED TREE MUSEUM AND CULTURAL HERITAGE CENTER IN
BELIZE.

Eleanor Harrison-Buck,
associate professor of
anthropology at UNH, was
awarded a $50,000 Whiting
Public Engagement
Fellowship last year to
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establish a public history
museum in Belize that
focuses on the Kriol (Creole)
community. The museum,
called the Crooked Tree
Museum and Cultural
Heritage Center, opened its
doors on June 30.
“The key to the project’s
success was a strong
collaborative team,” says

PROFESSORS ELEANOR HARRISONBUCK AND SARA CLARKE-VIVIER
STAND IN THE BUILDING THAT HAS
NOW BECOME THE CROOKED TREE
MUSEUM AND CULTURAL HERITAGE
CENTER. COURTESY PHOTO VIEW
MORE PHOTOS IN THIS SLIDESHOW.

Harrison-Buck. "This
included scholarly professionals as well as local and regional
authorities.”
The museum was designed in collaboration with the village
council and the local Kriol community, who descend from
European populations and enslaved Africans brought to the
former British colony in the 18th century for logging. The exhibition
features the deep history of the lower Belize River Watershed,
which Harrison-Buck has been investigating since 2011 as
director of the Belize River East Archaeology (BREA) project.
Sara Clarke-Vivier, a specialist in museum education and
assistant professor of education at Washington College,
collaborated with Harrison-Buck on the museum. In addition,
members of the BREA research team contributed to the
successful opening, as did members of the National Institute of
Culture and History (NICH), whose Institute of Archaeology,
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Institute of Social and Cultural Research and Museum of Belize all
offered support at different stages of the project.
The exhibition housed in the Crooked Tree Museum and Cultural
Heritage Center features over 10,000 years of occupation in this
area, beginning with the archaeology of the Paleoindian and
Archaic hunter-gatherers and continuing through the ancient Maya
period. The major emphasis of the exhibition, however, is the last
several hundred years of the late colonial period, featuring the
Kriol history in the lower Belize River Watershed, considered the
birthplace of Kriol culture. Working together with the local
community, the BREA team developed an exhibition that
combines their historical archaeological remains with archival
records and also local oral histories to provide a fuller
reconstruction of what life was like here and how different it was
even just 40 to 50 years ago.
John Gillett, chairman of the village council, was a critical
supporter of the museum from the beginning. He noted in his
remarks at the opening ceremony, “This museum and cultural
heritage center was only a dream and imagination in the past, but
today, due to the close communication and…working in
partnership with Ms. Ellie and the University of New Hampshire, it
is a reality that all of us can be proud of to call our very own.”
The museum is geared not just to tourists but also and primarily to
Belizeans, especially school-age children. Harrison-Buck notes,
“One thing we heard over and over again from members of the
community was that young people don’t know what life was like in
the past and are disconnected from their history.”
Together with local teachers
in Crooked Tree, the team
developed content for the
museum that complements
the national social studies
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curriculum and will be useful
for local teachers and of
interest to Belize school
children.
“Our goal was to make the
exhibits as engaging and
interactive as possible,

HARRISON-BUCK DISCUSSES WITH

especially for kids. So, you

A COMMUNITY MEMBER THE

can not only look at a dugout

EXCAVATIONS AT TILLETTON

canoe but sit inside this dory
carved from a single tree

HISTORICAL SITE IN CROOKED
TREE. COURTESY PHOTO

and imagine yourself
paddling three days downriver to reach Belize City. That’s what
people did before there were any roads to Crooked Tree,” says
Harrison-Buck.
An estimated 200 people attended the museum opening, including
many local and international visitors as well as dignitaries and
government officials. John Morris, director of NICH’s Institute of
Archaeology, spoke at the ceremony, saying, “Our children today,
if we don’t teach them our history … they are going to be
condemned to make the mistakes of the past.” He went on to add,
“This is what this building is for. It is for us to remember who we
are. It is for us to teach our children who they are, where they
come from. That is how they are going to be very strong.”
The local community was involved in all aspects of the project —
from donating the building where the exhibition is housed to the
architectural design and renovation of the building to helping
make pieces for the museum and offering to donate their own
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historic heirlooms. Community members were instrumental in
serving as both informants and participants in the project.
Harrison-Buck says the historical objects on display create an
opportunity for more intergenerational dialogue. “One of the most
exciting things we are seeing is how these historic objects spark
curiosity among the younger generation and also stir older
people’s memories about the past,” she says. “This creates a
conversation and a kind of sharing that is ultimately the most
powerful means of learning about your own history.”
The Whiting Foundation yearlong fellowship allowed HarrisonBuck the time necessary to develop the museum. The building
renovation and exhibition development were made possible by a
grant Harrison-Buck received from the Alphawood Foundation of
Chicago. Additional support was provided by UNH and
Washington College.

For more information on the Crooked Tree Museum and
Cultural Heritage Center, visit its Facebook page.
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